Re: WT Docket No. 21-2 


To whom it may concern, 


1. The Laurel Amateur Radio Club Volunteer Examiner Coordinator believes that additional VECs are 
unnecessary. 


2. In the image below, data from the ULS indicates that since 16 August 1999 (the date ULS was 
implemented), VECs have submitted 1,465,780 applications to the FCC. These included applications for 
new licenses, modifications (predominately upgrades of existing licenses) and other (Renewals and 
administrative updates). 


a. That’s an average of 20 applications every day, per VEC, minus Federal holidays and weekends. 
This could be a single application from 20 sessions or 20 applications a single session or something in 
between. Unfortunately, there is no data available on the number of exam sessions conducted each year. 


b. Submitting applications for license renewals and administrative updates is an additional service 
provided by the VECs since licensees can submit them interactively or by US mail. 
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3. There are several factors that impact on the number of applications submitted by VECs as described 
below. 


a. FCC actions. Changes to the amateur rules result in the most significant changes in applications. 


(1) 1991 - The FCC created the “codeless” technician license. While there is no ULS data 
available, logic suggests the number of applications for new licenses increased. 


(2) 2000 - The FCC changed the Morse code requirement from three speeds to a single code 
speed (5 WPM). This resulted in the huge spike in upgrades and certainly contributed to the 
increase in the number of applications for new licenses between 2000 and 2006. 


(3) 2007 - The FCC eliminated Morse code as an exam element making all licenses “codeless”. 
This resulted in an increase in applications for upgrades in 2007 and probably contributed to the 
increase in applications in new licenses from 2007 through 2009. 


Between 2000 and 2006, applications for a new license have been predominately for 
Technician class. However, since 2007 the number of applications for new licenses in the 
Technician class have declined and the number of applications for a new license in the General 
class has double and then tripled. A similar increase was observed in the number of 
applications for a new license in the Amateur Extra class. 
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(4) 2017 - The FCC added the “felony question”. Unlike the previous changes, the addition of the 
felony question does not appear to have had a measurable impact on the number of applications 
submitted by the VECs. 


(5) 2021 - The FCC will implement a $35 application fee. The consensus seems to be that there 
will be no positive impact on licensing. 


b. Interest in amateur radio among the general population. As indicated in Image 1 above, the number 
of applications for new licenses has been up and down since 2000 but the overall trend is one of 
growth. However, there has been a slight decrease since 2016. Unlike applications for upgrades, 
there are no corresponding spikes or surges in the number of applications for new licenses. 


c. Desire of licensees to upgrade their license. Licensees choose if and when to upgrade their 
license for many unknown reasons. The reasons the number of applications for an upgrade declined 
between 2001 and 2006 or the reasons why the number of applications for an upgrade have been 
declining since 2008 are unknown. 


d. Manmade (Terrorist attacks, riots, etc.) and natural (Hurricanes, pandemics, etc.) events. Neither of 
these events appear to have any impact on the number of applications for new or upgraded licenses. 


e. The availability of volunteer examiners and exam sessions. 


f. The number of applicants who successfully qualify for a new license, upgrade an existing license, 
and who request to renew or update the administrative data of their license. 


Note: ULS contains no data on the number of applicants who attempted but failed to qualify for a 
new license or upgrade an existing license. 


4. Submitting applications is one of several tasks that VECs are required to do as described in the 
Commission’s rules, Part 97, Subpart F, Sections 97.507, 97.509, 97.519 and 97.523 and in the 
Memorandums of Agreement between the organizations that applied to be a VEC and the Commission. 


a. Provide instructions to accredited VEs on the preparation of exams (e.g., Written question sets) in 
accordance with §97.507. 


b. Coordinate exam sessions in accordance with §97.519. 


c. Cooperate in maintaining one question pool for each written examination element in accordance 
with §97.523. 


d. Accredit qualified licensees as volunteer examiners (VE) in accordance with §97.525. 


5. To its credit, the Commission does not mandate the following but instead, leaves it up to the VECs and 
their VEs: 


a. A minimum or maximum number of VEs each VEC must accredit. 

b. A minimum or maximum number of teams of VEs each VEC must have. 
c. Aminimum or maximum number of VEs per team. 

d. Where the teams of VEs must be located. 


e. A minimum or maximum number of exam sessions each VEC must coordinate per year or any other 
period. 


f. How often exam sessions should be conducted or when they should be conducted. 
g. How the exam sessions must be conducted (e.g., In-person, remotely, or some combination). 
6. Not all VECs are equal but that’s not necessarily a bad thing and the Commission apparently agrees. 
a. During the past 5 years, three of the 14 VECs, according to ULS data, submitted over 93% of the 
343,670 applications submitted by all VECs. These same three VECs submitted nearly 91% of the 
221,627 applications for a new or upgraded license. These three VECs have several things in common: 
(1) They have accredited thousands of VEs. 
(2) They manage hundreds of teams of VEs. 


(3) Their VE teams schedule and conduct exam sessions every month in all VEC Regions, all 50 
states, several countries, and in Guam and Puerto Rico. 


(4) Their VE teams conduct thousands of scheduled and on-demand exam sessions each year. 


(5) Their VEs administer thousands of exams every year to thousands of applicants, many of 
whom are successful and some who are not. 


(f) Their VEs assist thousands of licensees every year with license renewals, call sign changes 
and administrative updates. 


b. At the other end of the scale, during the same period, four of the 14 VECs, according to ULS data, 
submitted less than 1% of all applications and less than 1% of all applications for new and upgraded 
licenses. 


c. During the past 12 years, one VEC has submitted an average of 6.3 applications per year. 


d. Because all VECs are allowed to conduct exam sessions in any VEC Region there is no VEC 
Region underserved. 


7. VECs do not schedule exam sessions nor administer exams. These tasks are performed by VEs, who 
are the mainstay of every VEC. 


a. VEs/VE teams determine where, when, and how often they will administer exams. 


b. VEs/VE teams develop their schedules based on current and historical data (e.g., Interest in 
amateur radio, the amateur radio population, availability of exam session facilities, availability of VEs, etc.). 


c. VEs often accommodate the current and aspiring licensees by conducting unscheduled exam 
sessions upon request and away from their normal exam locations. 


8. This past year has been unlike any other over the past 21 years. 
a. Beginning in March 2020, COVID-19 became a reality and changed life for almost everyone. 


b. Most, if not all VECs were inundated with phone calls and e-mails expressing concerns about 
amateur radio testing. There were many on-line posts and e-mails claiming several things such as: 


(1) Numerous, if not all in-person VE test sessions during COVID-19 would be shut down. 


(2) COVID-19 is going to result in a high demand for hobbies and this will result in a surge in 
amateur radio licenses. 


(3) The only way amateur radio is going to survive is if the VECs immediately began offering 
exams remotely. 


9. On 1 October 2012, the Commission adopted a Notice of Proposed Rule Making that addressed remote 
testing. 


a. Particularly noteworthy in the NPRM is the following comment: 
“We believe that permitting remote examination administration can increase the availability of 
examination opportunities, which would reduce the difficulty and expense that some examinees 


and VEs experience in traveling to an amateur radio license examination session.” 


b. Clearly, the Commission, and no one else for that matter, considered the possibility of using remote 
exams on a routine basis or during a pandemic. 


c. In mid-July 2014, the Commission authorized remote examinations. Particularly noteworthy in the 
Report and Order were the following comments from the Commission 


“We will not incorporate into the rules specific requirements or conditions for remote testing. No 
VEC or VE will be required to conduct remote testing. Because such testing is optional and can 
only be done if a VEC agrees to coordinate the examination session, VECs may coordinate 
sessions only if they are certain that remote testing can assure the proper conduct and necessary 
supervision of the examination session.” 


d. The proverb “Necessity is the mother of invention.” applies to the COVID-19 pandemic. Beginning 
in late March and early April, VEs developed creative efforts to safely overcome the restrictions imposed 
by their state and local governments and conduct exam sessions including testing in parks, parking lots, in 
vehicles, in garages, and remote testing. 


e. Beginning in April 2020, at least four VECs began coordinating remote exam sessions in response 
to the restrictions imposed by state and local governments as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. As 
many as 35-45 teams of VEs have conducted remote exam sessions. 


f. Beginning in April 2020 several VECs began to coordinate remote exam sessions. Since April 2020, 
perhaps as many as 35-45 teams of VEs have conducted remote exam sessions. 


g. Kudos to those VECs and VEs. They successfully provided opportunities to current and aspiring 
licensees when in-person exam sessions were not available due to local COVID-19 restrictions. 


h. The image below indicates the number of applications for new licenses submitted by the VECs from 
in-person and remote exam sessions from April through September. 
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Image 3 Thanks to Richard Bateman/KD7BBC who provided the data on remote testing 


(1) At no point did in-person exam sessions completely stop. Many VE teams found creative ways 
to offer in-person exam sessions. 


(2) Remote exam sessions accounted for about 31% of all the applications for new licenses. 


(3) Remote exam sessions provide a great deal of flexibility for current and aspiring licensees who 
wish to take an exam. However, they are not for everyone. 


(a) Internet issues 


(b) Not comfortable with computers. 
(4) A review of a single website on 13 January 2021 revealed the following: 
(a) Between 13 and 31 January 2020, 102 exam sessions were scheduled by 31 VE teams. 


(b) The number of applicants they would serve during each session generally fell into three 
groups: 

e 1-6 applicants per session 

e 8-20 applicants per session 

e 70-75 applicants per session 


(c) One to six applicants per remote exam session was the most common. 


(d) Based on the published number of seats available per session (Not all teams indicated the 
maximum number applicants allowed), at least 572 applicants could be administered exams 
during this period. 


(e) These sessions were offered on 18 of the 19 days, during almost every hour between 8am 
and 11pm, Eastern time. 


i. Given the success of remote testing, the question that needs to be asked is whether any of the 
VECs currently coordinating remote exam sessions will continue to routinely coordinate remote exam 
sessions in a post-pandemic era. 


10. The image below, indicates on a monthly basis, the number of applications submitted by the VECs 
during 2020. 


Applications Submitted by VECs 
Jan - Dec 2020 


Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec 
—New —Upgd —Other 


Image 4 


11. The following two images indicate the number of applications for new licenses and applications for 
upgrades in 2019 and 2020. 
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Image 5 


a. The number of applications for new licenses was higher in 2020 (The year of the pandemic) than in 
2019 by 52 applications and ended the 5-year decline in applications for new licenses. 


b. Clearly, there was no surge in applications for new licenses during 2020. 
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Image 6 


c. The number of applications for upgrades declined in 2020 compared to 2019, thus continuing the 
decline in upgrades for the past several years. 


(1) Licensees choose to upgrade or not upgrade their license for several reasons. There are 
currently over 8,300 active Novice class licenses and 39,000 active Advanced class licenses in the 
ULS. 


(2) These licenses were granted prior to 15 April 2000 but in the intervening 20+ years, these 
licensees chose not to upgrade for reasons unknown, but it probably wasn’t due to a need for more 
VECs. 


11. Summary. In our opinion, additional VECs are not necessary. 


a. There is no data available that confirms or even suggests that the existing 14 VECs are not 
performing all of the tasks required of them in accordance with the Commission’s rules and their 
memorandums of agreement with the Commission and meeting the “needs” of the general public and the 
amateur radio community. 


b. VECs do not schedule or conduct exam sessions, nor do they administer exams. They coordinate 
exam sessions with their accredited volunteer examiners in accordance with the Commission’s rules and in 
accordance with their own policies. They submit the results of those exam sessions to the Commission. 

c. Increasing the number of VECs will not increase the number of licensees or increase the number of 
upgraded licensees. Additional VECs will not increase the level of interest in amateur radio or the desire of 
licensees to upgrade their license. 

d. VECs and VEs work together to determine how exam sessions will be conducted (e.g., In-person or 
remotely). VECs, in accordance with the Commission’s rules and solely at their discretion, may choose to 
coordinate in-person exam sessions, remote exam sessions, or both. 


e. If a VEC wishes to coordinate exam sessions or increase the number of remote exam sessions they 
coordinate, they can do so by: 


(1) Recruiting more VEs willing to conduct remote exam sessions 
(2) Creating more VE teams willing to conduct remote exam sessions 


(3) Contact their existing VEs/VE teams and discuss increasing the number of remote exam 
sessions. 


(4) Train additional VEs/VE teams as appropriate to conduct remote exam sessions. 
f. If a VE team wishes to conduct remote exam sessions, they can contact the VEC with whom they 
are affiliated and request permission to do so. If their VEC is not coordinating remote exam sessions, the 


team can choose to become part of a VEC that does. 


g. If a VE team wants to increase the number of in-person or remote exam sessions they currently 
conduct, they can do so. It’s simple: Add more sessions to the existing schedule. 


(1) They don’t have to ask their VEC for permission to add additional exam sessions. 


(2) | don’t believe any VEC imposes a maximum number of exam sessions a VE team can 
conduct. 


(3) The team may need to recruit and train more VEs to keep up with the increased workload and 
to ensure the availability of VEs at those additional sessions. 


h. If a group of qualified licensees wish to form a VE team and conduct remote exam sessions, they 
can contact a VEC that is coordinating such sessions. 


